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2 DISAGREEMENTS ABOUT DEFIN
§ 1. What is the Definition of ‘Definition’?
a list of some of the most famous answers: _

i w_»no gives the following three meanings of the word
0gos’:

(4) Revealing one’s thoughts by means of speech.

(6) When someone asks you what a thing 1s, being
able to answer him by means of the elements of
the thing.

(¢) Being able to give some mark by which the thing
asked about differs from all things.!

2. Aristotle in the Topics, 1 5, defines ‘horos’ as: the
account of the essence of the thing.

3. Cicero: a certain brief and circumscribed account of
the properties of the thing we wish to define.2

4. Milton: that which refines the pure essence of things
from the circumstance.3 :

5. Spinoza: the true definition of each thing involves
nothing and expresses nothing but the nature of
the thing defined.4

6. Locke: making another understand by Words, what
Idea the Term defin’d stands for.5

7. Kant: to present the complete, original concept of a
thing within the limits of its concept.

8. J. S. Mill: a proposition declaratory of the meaning
of a word; namely, either the meaning which it bears
in common acceptation, or that which the speaker or
writer, for the particular purposes of his discourse,
intends to annex to it.

9. Whitehead and Russell: a declaration that a certain
newly introduced symbol . . . is to mean the same as a
certain other combination of symbols of which the
meaning is already known.?

10. Wittgenstein : Definitions are rules for the translation
of one language into another.8

1 Theaetetus, 206c—7A, 208c.

2 De Oratore, 1 42, 189. There is another definition of definition in A4
Herennium, IV 25, 35. 3 Works (1851), IV 168.

4 Ethics, 1, prop. 8, n. 2. 5 Essay, 1. iii. 10.

© Critigue of Pure Reason, A 727, tr. N. K. Smith.

7 Principia Mathematica, 2nd ed., p. 11. 8 Tractatus, 3. 343.
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does not lay down the definition of justice at the beginning
but methodically seeks it. Frank Knight has a long, slow
approach toa definition of freedom in Etkics L11; for example,
two nwmoscm_ steps by way of analysis and in the direction of
sound definition can be made at once in general terms’ (91).
Often enough both views are stated or implied by the same
man, without any suggestion that they need reconciling. For
example, many of those who maintain that definition should
come at the end probably have in mind those dialogues of
Plato which consist in the gradual approach toward a defini-
tion. In most of those works the definition is never achieved
at all; but if it had been found it would have been found at
the end of the dialogue, and the implication of the whole
procedure seems to be that definitions cannot be dogmatically
asserted at the beginning but must be laboriously sought for
in a procedure that takes a long time and indeed constitutes
the meat of the work. Yet this same Plato lays it down in the
Phaedrus that a speech should start with a definition to show
what it is about; and this doctrine became a commonplace
of the ancient rhetoricians and dialecticians.! Spinoza,
writing his Etkics ‘in the geometrical manner’, puts defini-
tions at the beginnings OW the parts. Yet he collected his
definitions of the passions at the end of his derivation of
them, not at the beginning. Kant, however, reconciles the
two views by distinguishing different sorts of definition.

§ 4. Are there Indefinables? Indefinability is constantly
being asserted. ‘It is logically necessary that some things
should be indefinable’, wrote A. C. Ewing in Mind.2 Good
is indefinable according to G. E. Moore’s Principia Ethica.
‘All’ and ‘assertion’ appear to be indefinable symbols in the
view of Dubislav.3 Poetry is indefinable according to A. E.
Housman.# Religion is indefinable according to C. C. J.
Webb.5 Quality 1s indefinable according to S. C. Pepper.6
According to Tarski, ‘truth’ is indefinable in common
speech, definable in ‘poor’ constructed languages, and inde-

Y Prantl, Geschichte der Logik, usw., 1 649.

2 1944, p- 79- 3 Die Definition, pp. 61—4.
4 The Name and Nature of Poctry, p. 47.

S Problems in the Relations of God and Man, introduction.

S Aesthetic Quality, p. 21.
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§ 5. Have Definitions a Truth:
definitions in Plato’s dialogues is
for a certain kind of true statemer
definitions are rejected it is usually b
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not a statement but rather a command,
but a proposal.

§ 6. Should Definitions be Tautologies? E
this contradiction is often asserted. Davidson in
definition writes: ‘Avoid tautology . . . the great

' In Studia Philosophica, 1 (Lwow, 1935) 266.

3 A System of Logic, 1 viii, §§ 1, 2.
S Introduction to Logic, &c. (1936), p. 142.

* Essay, m
4 2nd ed,, p. 18
® Logic, I 103,
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lexical definers’ (62). This viewis embodied in the immensely
common rule that a definition should not contain the name
to be defined or any synonym for it. On the other side we
have, for example, Fritz Mauthner and Louis MacNeice:!

In the beginning and in the end the only decent
Definition is tautology: man is man,

dﬁon: woman, and tree tree, and world world,
Slippery, self-contained; catch as catch can.

§ 7. Is Definition a Useful Procedure or not? Some
aw\&pno that it is essential to define one’s terms, and discussion
with undefined terms is useless. Milton held that ‘then only
we know certainly, when we can define’, and he based con-
clusions about the morality of divorce on a definition of
marriage.? Refusing to give explanations of one’s meaning
is the sixth abuse of language according to Locke. Tarski
hoped ‘that languages with specified structure could finally
replace everyday language in scientific discourse’.3

Others belittle the use of defining, or even explicitly
refuse to define their terms, on the ground that a defined
term fails to grasp the reality. R. A. Vaughan made one of
his characters speak contemptuously of the ‘poor definition-
cutter, with his logical scissors’.4 ‘Nothing new can ever be
learned by analyzing definitions’, writes Peirce. ‘Neverthe-
less, our existing beliefs can be set in order by this process,
and order is an essential element of intellectual economy, as
of every other’ (V 392). A thoroughly contemptuous account
of definition is to be found in Fritz Mauthner’s Beitrage zu
einer Kritik der Spracke (111 299-310). ‘I have no great
opinion’, wrote Edmund Burke, ‘of a definition, the cele-
brated remedy for the cure of [uncertainty and confusion].
For when we define, we seem in danger of circumscribing
nature within the bounds of our own notions.”s He was
feeling, I think, for the doctrine that 2 mathematically rigid
insistence on using your words only in strictly defined senses
will confine your possible discourse to the narrow sphere
of mathematics, and prevent you, for example, from ever

Y Plant and Phantom, 1941, p. 81. 2 Works (1851), IV 168.

3 In Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, IV 347.

4 Hours with the Mystics (2nd ed., 1860), I 209.
S The Sublime and Beautiful, Introduction.
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§ 9. To What Sort of Entity does Definition a
Do we define things, or words, or concepts? In other word
we to be realists, or nominalists, or conceptua
definition ? o

When the notion of definition was invented by Socrates
and Plato, only ‘real definition’ was thought of. That |
was always res or things that required definition, nev

' Interpretation in Teaching, p. 384. * Adventures of ldeas, p. 91.



